
FEDERAL ROLE IN TRANSPORTATION 
 

 
 
The Federal Transit Administration (FTA) is the primary source of Federal financial 
assistance for public transportation systems in the United States.  It is part of the U.S. 
Department of Transportation, headquartered in Washington, D.C.  There are ten regional 
offices throughout the country, including Atlanta, Georgia, which serves Florida and 
seven other southeastern states, as well as Puerto Rico.  Through FTA, the Federal 
government provides funding for all forms of public transportation projects for systems 
including buses, subways, light rail, commuter rail, heavy rail (rapid transit), and people 
movers.  Planning and project development for new programs as well as improvement, 
maintenance, and operation of existing systems are the major areas that benefit from the 
Federal participation. 
 
Because fare box revenues traditionally provide an average of less than half of the 
operating costs, transit systems must rely on support from Federal, State, and local 
sources, and even the private sector.  The Federal government, through FTA , has played 
a major role in the development of public transportation in Miami-Dade County.  Nearly 
70% of financial support for key projects, including Metrorail and Metromover, has been 
provided by FTA, totaling over one billion dollars.  FTA also annually funds continuing 
programs such as the Urbanized Area Formula, Fixed Guideway Modernization and Bus 
and Bus-Related Facilities.  These programs support capital investments in bus and bus-
related activities and new and existing fixed guideway systems.  Projects financed under 
these programs include replacement and maintenance of buses and rail vehicles, 
construction of maintenance and passenger facilities, purchase of communications 
equipment, computer hardware and software, signage, and passenger amenities. 
 
Federal funding support for major projects like planning, design and construction of the 
Metrorail and Metromover systems and the South Miami-Dade Busway is provided 
through what FTA refers to as “New Starts”.  In general it means a project involving the 
building of a new fixed guideway system or extending an existing fixed guideway 
system.  This can be a light rail line, heavy rail (rapid), commuter rail, a “people mover”, 
or a busway/high occupancy vehicle (HOV) facility.  New start projects can also involve 
the development of transit corridors and markets to support the eventual construction of 
fixed guideway systems, accomplished through projects that include construction of park 
and ride lots and acquisition of land to protect rights-of-way.  Prior to construction, these 
major projects must follow a locally-driven, multimodal planning process through steps 
that include alternatives analysis, preliminary engineering, and final design.  Competing 
new start projects throughout the country are evaluated on how well they meet project 
justification and financial criteria (including local funding commitment), factors that 
ultimately determine whether or not a project will be awarded Federal money. 
 
 



In contrast to the discretionary nature of the New Starts program where funding is 
allocated through a competitive screening process, funds for the previously mentioned 
capital programs (Urbanized Area Formula Program, Fixed Guideway Modernization, 
Bus and Bus-Related Facilities) are apportioned annually to grantees by FTA, following 
Congressional appropriation.  MDT uses both the formula and the bus purchase program 
to finance its acquisition of buses.  Construction and rehabilitation of maintenance 
facilities and the construction of other bus-related facilities such as intermodal terminals 
and bus shelters are primarily financed through the formula program.  Although these are 
the primary areas for ongoing capital funding, FTA also provides assistance in numerous 
specialized programs, where funding is awarded on a discretionary basis as available.   
One of these is the Job Access and Reverse Commute Program, created to assist the 
Federal Welfare to Work program.  MDT received $1.1 million for operation of up to 
nine routes to provide service to people coming off of welfare and joining the job ranks.   
 
In addition to providing financial support for public transit operations, FTA also 
exercises a major oversight responsibility.  It monitors every grantee to assess their 
financial, legal, and technical ability to operate.  FTA also reviews the grantee’s 
compliance with Federal guidelines in areas like drug and alcohol testing, civil rights, 
safety and security practices, and proper procurement and contracting procedures.  Where 
necessary, corrective actions may be recommended to resolve possible deficiencies.  This 
type of oversight, conducted through annual and triennial reviews, helps assure grantees 
carry out their obligations in a responsible manner that benefits all users of the system. 
 



STATE ROLE IN TRANSPORTATION 
 
 
The Florida Department of Transportation (FDOT) is a decentralized agency with its 
main office in Tallahassee, Florida, part of the executive branch of government in the 
state.  The Central Office is responsible for policy, procedure and quality assurance.  
FDOT has eight district offices that coordinate with local governments and planning 
organizations throughout the state.   It is a trust funded state agency, which means its 
operations are provided primarily from user fees such as highway fuel taxes, motor 
vehicle license fees, and aviation fuel taxes.  While the major portion of funds goes 
towards construction of roads and bridges, another slice of the budget is devoted to public 
transportation. 
 
The FDOT Public Transit Office within each district administers Federal and State transit 
grants, monitors compliance with transit regulations, and provides planning and technical 
assistance.   This district office in Miami coordinates with Miami-Dade Transit (MDT) 
and other properties within Dade and Monroe County that provide public transportation.  
The office administers and manages innovative finance grants from the Federal Transit 
Administration (FTA) and monitors and ensures compliance with established state and 
federal policies, procedures and guidelines. 
 
Major programs funded by FDOT include Service Development, Public Transit Block 
Grant, Urban Corridor, and Park and Ride.  In Miami-Dade County, the Urban Corridor 
program funds a route along the East-West Corridor ( Flagler MAX) and several routes 
along the South Miami-Dade Busway.  Service Development funds for new and 
innovative techniques or measures to expand or improve public transit have supported 
bus circulator routes for the elderly, transit service to suburban employment centers, and 
the Welfare to Work Program.  MDT has benefited greatly from FDOT’s Park and Ride 
program.  Property acquisition and construction of park and ride facilities at numerous 
locations along both the existing busway corridor and the future extension have been 
funded through this program, as well as major sites at the Dolphin Mall, on Bird Road, 
and S.W. 8th Street.  The annual Public Transit Block Grant Program provides funds to 
help offset operating costs for MDT.   
 
One other major contribution from FDOT is the provision of Toll Revenue Credits 
(TRCs) accrued to the State that can be used to leverage Federal funds.  This “soft 
match” enables MDT to apply for the Federal appropriation from Congress without 
committing additional local cash. 
 
 
 



MPO ROLE IN TRANSPORTATION 
 
 
One of the major roles of a Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) is to insure 
conformance with federal and state laws and regulations.  Federal rules require that 
highways, mass transit and other transportation facilities and services be properly 
deployed and developed in relation to the overall plan of urban development.  
Furthermore, they must comply with approved plans for regional and state transportation 
network accessibility. 
 
Key functions of an MPO include developing the Long Range Transportation Plan for the 
urban area that specifies needed transportation projects for the next twenty years, 
compiling an annually updated Transportation Improvement Program (TIP), coordinating 
the activities of the Transportation Planning Council (TPC) which advises the MPO 
Board on technical matters, assessing visual impacts and aesthetic quality of 
transportation projects, facilitating public involvement through a Citizens Transportation 
Advisory Committee (CTAC), maintaining a bicycle/pedestrian program, ensuring that 
access to transportation is provided to disadvantaged persons, and preparing technical and 
policy studies.  
 
In Miami-Dade County, the transportation planning process is guided by the MPO for the 
Miami Urbanized Area, established by Interlocal Agreement between the Board of 
County Commissioners (BCC) of Miami-Dade County and the Florida Department of 
Transportation.  Although the membership of the MPO Governing Board is largely 
composed of individuals who serve on the BCC, the two boards are separate and distinct.  
The BCC is responsible primarily to the electorate of Miami-Dade County; the MPO 
Board is primarily responsible to the Governor and to federal agencies that provide 
funding for transportation projects and mandate planning requirements as a precondition 
for funding.  This structure, however, serves to enhance coordination between the two 
boards, and tends to facilitate the process of advancing from plans to implementation of 
transportation projects. 
 
The local MPO region includes the incorporated and unincorporated area of Miami-Dade 
County, an area of 2,400 square miles and 2.3 million residents.  The incorporated area is 
composed of 31 municipalities with their own government.  The Miami-Dade MPO is 
assisted by professional staff from local and state transportation agencies.  Other entities, 
including the South Florida Regional Planning Council (SFRPC), the Tri-County 
Commuter Rail Authority (Tri-Rail), the Miami-Dade Expressway Authority (MDX), and 
Broward MPO and Palm Beach MPO, work closely with the Miami Urbanized Area 
MPO to facilitate regional transportation planning.  

 
 


